
  Big Heat


  Charlie allowed herself a small triumphant smile. ‘She took me on.’


  ‘Really?’ Rob looked up from his prone position on the sofa. ‘Maisie Monck?’ He dropped the book he’d been reading, a worn, familiar copy of Bukowski – The Most Beautiful Girl in Town. ‘But of course she’d take you on. Why wouldn’t she? She’ll make a fortune out of you.’ He sat up and stretched. ‘Come to think of it, I should get a cut, dragging her along to that interminable four-hour production of Hamlet.’


  ‘It was a work of genius.’ Charlie narrowed her black eyes. ‘My Ophelia was sublime. And anyway, you do get a cut, regularly.’


  ‘I do?’ He grinned. ‘Not every night, though, eh?’


  The night before, after meeting Rob from his production of Hedda Gabler, Charlie had had to wait for thirty minutes, smiling coolly by the bar while Rob dispensed wisdom to a wide-eyed, melting understudy. ‘I have a meeting tomorrow morning, in case you’ve forgotten,’ she’d said eventually, trying to keep sweet for the sake of her audience, and nodding goodbye, she’d headed for the door. But Rob didn’t immediately follow. Charlie had stood out on the street, bracing herself against the taunts and whistles of a horde of football fans let loose on a night out, cursing him with every minute that passed. As punishment she’d stood stiffly apart on the busy late-night Tube, her mind searching round for evidence of all the grievances she had sustained in the three years since they’d met. ‘Wish me luck then, why don’t you?’ she’d spat, as they stamped up the stairs to their flat, and when he didn’t speak, she’d pushed past him into the spare room and slammed the door so ferociously the loose panes of the window rattled.


  

  ‘So tell me,’ Rob was pulling her down beside him – he loved a row, it always left him amorous – ‘what did Maisie say? I want to know everything.’


  ‘Well,’ Charlie slipped out of his embrace and sat, her knees pulled up, at the other end of the sofa, ‘she asked me a million questions about what I wanted to do and how I thought I might go about achieving that, and what extra skills I had, you know, singing, dancing . . . swimming with dolphins. . .’


  ‘Sure,’ Rob nodded. ‘Always say you can do everything and then worry about it later.’


  ‘Then she said she was pretty certain she could get me work, even though the industry is still very narrow-minded about anyone . . . exotic. But it’s changing, she said, anything is possible if you’re determined enough. And she liked the way I do my hair.’ Charlie ran her fingers through her new, dried straight hair, honey-toned and falling to her shoulders.


  Rob grinned. ‘I knew she’d take you on.’


  ‘No, you didn’t.’


  ‘I did!’


  ‘This isn’t about you. Why does it always have to be about you?’ Charlie wasn’t really angry, but she couldn’t help it, she found she was hurtling towards another row.


  ‘Anyway,’ she continued irritably, ‘haven’t you got to go in for your matinée?’


  ‘It can wait.’ He leant over and nibbled at her ear. ‘I’ve arrived after the half before. They know I’ll get there. Come on, we’ll be quick.’


  ‘No,’ Charlie squirmed. ‘But how about I meet you later. We can go out and celebrate. Stage door? Or shall I come up to the dressing room and surprise you?’


  ‘Stage door is fine.’ He ignored her taunting tone. ‘Unless you want to see Barry and Hugh in the buff. Not a pretty sight. I’ll be down. Soon as I can.’


  She gave in then and kissed him, and the spark that she’d been fighting ignited in her blood. ‘Later,’ she breathed, her heart buckling, ‘I’ll be there.’


  

  As soon as Rob had gone Charlie phoned her parents. It was always easier to talk to them when she had something definite to say. ‘That’s wonderful news, dear,’ her mother said, before shouting to her father. ‘Udo, dear, take the phone upstairs, it’s Charlotte.’ She turned her attention back to Charlie. ‘Maisie Monck Associates. How grand.’


  ‘Maybe,’ Charlie lit a cigarette, ‘let’s wait and see if I get any work,’ and for something else to say she told them about Equity, the actors’ union, and how until the year before it had been a closed shop. ‘No one could work unless they had an Equity card, but the only way to get a card was if someone offered you a job.’


  ‘That doesn’t make any sense, though.’ Her mother sounded vexed.


  ‘Well,’ her father boomed into the second receiver, ‘it does make sense if you’re already in the union, then you don’t have newcomers flooding the business every year. Now it will be even more impossible to find employment.’


  She heard her mother sigh. ‘If only you’d kept up with your languages. You could have worked internationally.’


  ‘There are so many opportunities,’ her father said, ‘abroad.’


  ‘You might have tried one of those big hotels. You were always such a clever little thing. . .’


  ‘Look,’ Charlie held the receiver away from her ear. She knew this routine well. ‘I’d better go. My agent might be trying to get through.’


  There was an affronted silence at the other end, but they couldn’t argue.


  

  Five minutes later, like a miracle, her agent did call. ‘Right,’ Maisie said. ‘I’m going to be sending over some pages of a script. It’s a French–American co-production – Celestina – and they’re looking for a newcomer, an unknown, so we’re going to push you. I’ll let you know when I’ve set up a meeting. How’s your French?’


  ‘Umm. Fine.’


  ‘Great. I’ll get the pages in the post today. Let me know as soon as you’ve got them.’


  

  Charlie arrived at the theatre early. She nodded to the man who sat inside the little booth, and stood in the narrow corridor, listening to the last scenes of Hedda Gabler echoing out through the tannoy. The tension was building, that poor woman spiralling into despair, and then Rob’s voice as Tessman, sending a shiver through her, as, once again, he failed to understand his wife. Charlie heard the rustle of skirts as Hedda sat at the piano, and the raucous notes of a polka as she crashed up and down on the keys. There was Tessman again, telling her off, and the false tone of acquiescence as Hedda demurred. ‘I shall be silent in future.’


  By the time the shot rang out, Charlie felt her nerves ready to snap. For a moment there was silence, then the gasps and shudders of the audience, before Rob began to wail. To hear that sound, that keening wounded cry of sorrow, had Charlie transfixed, her eyes pinned to the mesh box of the tannoy, her breath held, so that it shocked her when the applause rose up and rattled in her ears.


  ‘Good show tonight.’ Actors were pounding down the stairs. They must have had their clothes on underneath their costumes, or the lure of the pub was enough to put a spring into their step that was sometimes lacking, at least Rob claimed, when they were on stage.


  ‘That sounded good.’ Charlie waited while he posed for a photo with three Italian teenagers and signed an autograph for a lone man who’d not seen the play.


  ‘Fucking rubbish,’ Rob huffed, the smile dropping from his face as soon as they were out of earshot. ‘God, that little bitch Jessica gets more tricky every night. You should have seen what she was getting up to, some business with a ball of wool, right in the middle of my big scene with Hedda.’


  ‘Well, I only heard the last ten minutes but it gave me goosebumps, honestly, it was so good, even stage-door Stan looked moved.’


  ‘No?


  ‘Really. He had tears in his eyes.’


  ‘Don’t push it.’ Rob was laughing, and arm in arm, friends again, they walked through Chinatown and into Covent Garden, not even stopping to discuss where they were going, striding across the square, turning off down a quiet street that Charlie felt was theirs, and in through the secret, thrilling door of Joe Allen’s.


  ‘Good evening to you both,’ the head waiter welcomed them warmly, and it occurred to Charlie as they breezed after him through the maze of tables, that for the first time, tonight, it was her good luck that they were marking.


  

  The pages arrived the next day. The first scene was on a train. A young girl, Celestina, off to work as an au pair, meets a French boy and falls into conversation. They talk, they flirt, they are drawn compellingly towards each other. The scene was full of awkward pauses, misunderstood English, flirtatious glances. Just reading through it made Charlie smile. And almost all her lines were in English.


  ‘This is my stop, sorry, I suppose I’d better get off.’


  The girl jumps down on to the platform but when she turns to wave, she finds the boy has jumped off after her.


  The second scene was very short. The two characters lie by a smouldering fire, their clothes in disarray, the sound of waves lapping on the nearby shore.


  ‘Don’t go back.’


  ‘I have to.’


  ‘You don’t have to do anything. Except stay here with me.’


  They begin to kiss.


  ‘But what about university, my degree. . .’


  ‘What about life?’


  He looks at her in the moonlight.


  ‘Yes. Life.’


  They kiss again, more passionately. The fire flickers. Big Heat.


  

  ‘You can’t do this. It’s porn,’ Rob said, when he’d read the scenes. ‘Don’t be fooled by that old euphemism, big heat, it means full-on nudity and fucking.’


  ‘It does not,’ she scowled. ‘It’s art. It’s French, mostly, and the director, his last film was about the poet, Victor Hugo.’


  ‘Well,’ Rob’s face was dark, ‘you probably won’t get it anyway.’ And that night in bed, he kept the light on and read his Bukowski, flicking the pages noisily, until long after Charlie was ready to sleep.


  

  The meeting went well. The casting director greeted her enthusiastically, and the director, a small shadowy Frenchman in a polo-necked sweater, watched her keenly as she read. ‘Very nice,’ he said, nodding, ‘very nice.’


  Maisie was ecstatic when she called. ‘They loved you,’ she gushed, ‘they want to see you again, for some camera tests, and this time to read with the boy they’ve cast. Marcel Perez. He’s a bit of a star in France. Are you free next week? On Monday?’


  ‘Sure,’ Charlie said, and she turned to check that Rob was out of earshot before asking if she could get hold of the whole script.


  ‘I don’t know,’ Maisie sounded distracted. ‘They’ve only sent these scenes through for now. They’re probably still working on it. So, two o’clock on Monday. Same place. Call me the minute you get out.’


  

  That Saturday it was Rob’s last night. Charlie went in early and sat in the dressing room, listening to the voices, magnified, telling the story with pure sound. She closed her eyes, and felt the whole tragic world of Norway, of Ibsen, of lies, ambition and hopelessness, descend upon her. How could they bear it, these actors, every night, spinning out the same sad story? But even as she thought this she could hear too that they’d found new meaning in the lines. I’m probably not cut out for theatre, she decided, I’ll concentrate on film, and snapping open her eyes, she caught sight of her face in the mirror and laughed briefly to imagine for a moment she’d be lucky enough to choose.


  Charlie stood up and looked at the cards stuck on to the mirror, the flowers, some fresh, others drooping, the towels and books and assorted make-up, the little pot of black powder Barry used to fill in the bald spot on the back of his head. He had a photo of his children, and a card from one of them, ‘Good luck Daddy, break a leg’, with a drawing of a man hopping happily across a stage. Every night after the show Barry rushed to catch the train to Brighton, arriving around midnight, cycling his bike through the deserted streets to Hove. It’s worth it, he said, just to smell the sea air, and be there when the kids wake up in the morning, and Charlie knew that if she’d had Rob’s baby, if she’d moved anywhere for sea air, she’d never have seen him again.


  Charlie waited until the famous shot rang out, the audience began gasping, and then she slipped out of the dressing room and down the stairs to stand in the little corridor beside Stan’s booth. They both kept their heads down as Rob wept for the last time and when the play ended she imagined the audience up on its feet, exalted, the clapping was so loud it hurt her ears.


  There was a party afterwards at a bar in Holborn for the cast, the stage management, the director and assorted friends. The actress who played Hedda, Sally Warren, arrived weighed down with flowers. ‘Oh my darling,’ she clasped her arms around Rob’s neck, and Charlie understood why it was that actors talked with such intensity. How could you not say ‘darling’ when you’d journeyed through a lifetime with a person, bared your soul, wept tears, exchanged kisses, borne heartache, reached the heights of unimagined bliss? Why would you shake hands sombrely when you’d once died in their arms? ‘We’ll keep in touch,’ they promised each other. ‘Yes. We must.’


  Charlie took a glass of wine from a passing tray. ‘Cheers,’ she leant in to Rob, ‘you sounded amazing tonight. And you too . . .’ Sally Warren was beside him, ‘you were incredible.’


  Sally raised her own glass. ‘Congratulations to you too. Rob tells me you have your first screen test coming up.’


  Charlie glanced at Rob. ‘Yes . . . I’m not sure. . .’


  ‘That’s right,’ Rob rested his arm heavily on her shoulder. ‘She’s going to be a big star.’ He looked balefully across at her, and with a knowing smile Sally moved away.


  ‘For God’s sake,’ Charlie turned to Rob, ‘why do you have to tell everyone? I probably won’t get it.’


  ‘Everyone will know soon enough.’ He had her arm in a tight hold. ‘When you’re down in the earth by the smouldering fire with your kit off and some French bloke humping you from behind.’


  ‘Rob!’ Charlie looked round, but no one seemed to have heard. The room was filling up, a trail of men and women in white shirts was circling, heavy round platters of canapés held aloft. Starving actors descended on them. ‘Shit.’ Charlie felt her stomach flip. She turned her back to the room. ‘Don’t look, but it’s Gabriel Grant. From Drama Arts. You remember? Pierre was obsessed with him and Patrick Bowery was convinced he was the great white hope of British theatre. He’s handing out snacks.’ She turned to check, hoping that maybe she’d imagined it, but Gabriel, oblivious, was heading straight towards her.


  ‘Where, which one?’ Rob strained to see, and at that moment Gabriel’s eyes met hers. A sort of shudder washed over him, the physical embodiment of shame, but it was too late to look away. Rob turned to the bar.


  ‘Hey,’ she waved. ‘Hi. How are you?’


  ‘Great.’ Gabriel lowered his tray. There was one squashed cherry tomato on it, piped round with a swirl of cream. Charlie took it, and with a sigh he let the tray drop to his side. ‘I’m . . . I’ve just been . . . yeah, up for a few things, but it’s a fucker, trying to get work worth doing. And the agents. I had a few circling at the end of drama school, but then, maybe I was too choosy . . . I don’t know. The whole thing’s nonsense.’


  Charlie nodded. ‘I know, it’s ridiculous.’


  ‘And you?’ He looked at her, pityingly. ‘You’re out now, in the big bad world.’


  ‘Yeah, as of last Thursday.’


  ‘You know Nell Gilby got her Equity card, did you hear, playing a penguin in a theatre in education tour?’ He made a pained expression.


  ‘That’s right,’ Charlie refused to react, ‘I saw her.’ She had an image of Nell, trilling operatically, her arms flapping as she fell forward in a rolling dive, while children, aged from four to seven, lit up with delight. ‘Actually, she was rather good.’


  ‘Well, I’d better get going,’ Gabriel glanced over his shoulder. ‘Work to do.’ And grimacing, he set off through the crowd towards the swing door where identical white-shirted figures were emerging with new trays.


  Rob was still at the bar, deep in conversation with the director. Their heads were close together and although Charlie stood near by, there was no way in without an interruption. She took another glass of wine and wandered off, keeping her eyes fixed on the middle distance, unable to bear the thought of another agonising chat with Gabriel, until it occurred to her that other people’s last-night parties were a club that could not be broken into, a place where you would never belong. She slid her glass on to a passing tray, and stepped out into the street. The night was clear and soft, the pavement, the grey granite of the buildings, breathing warmth. Fuck it, she thought, looking up at the dreary details of the night bus, and she stuck her arm out for a taxi home.


  

  Marcel Perez was young and slight, with gleaming jet-black hair. He took hold of Charlie’s hand and didn’t let it go. ‘Let’s rehearse,’ he said in his beautiful, lazy accent, ‘quick, while they set up.’


  The director and the cameraman were busy with a monitor, and the casting director was on the phone.


  Charlie pulled out her pages. ‘You didn’t learn?’ Marcel looked alarmed.


  ‘Well, yes, I did, I sort of. . .’


  ‘Perfect.’ He flung her script away. ‘And if you forget, just invent it, no?’ He looked round comically. ‘It’s all right, the writer is not ’ere.’


  They rattled through the lines, watching each other, looking away, smiling, in spite of themselves, so that by the time Charlie was ready to get off the train, she would have been surprised to turn round and find Marcel not there.


  ‘It is instant,’ Marcel looked intently at her, ‘this attraction, non?’


  ‘Oui,’ Charlie agreed and they laughed, a shivery, nervous laugh.


  The second scene was more difficult. They sat on the ground. ‘Ahhh,’ Marcel stretched out and warmed his hands on an imaginary fire.


  ‘OK,’ the director called. ‘We’ll film this one. When you are both ready.’


  ‘Don’t go back.’ Marcel took hold of Charlie’s hands.


  ‘I have to.’ All Charlie could think of was, were they actually going to kiss?


  ‘You don’t have to do anything. Except stay here with me.’ His hand was on her face, pushing back her hair and he was leaning forward, oh for God’s sake, she closed her eyes and felt his mouth, for a brief second, soft against her lips.


  ‘But what about university, my degree . . . ’ she spluttered. Had she broken off too soon?


  Marcel looked startled. He sat back on his heels. ‘What about life?’ he insisted.


  They stared at each other. She could hear a clock tick on the wall. ‘Yes. Life,’ she conceded, swallowing. Marcel moved towards her again, and slowly, with his arms around her, began to lean her backwards so that, gently, elegantly they both sank down to the ground. ‘Ze Beeg Heat,’ he whispered, and she answered in her best, clipped Brief Encounter voice, ‘I say, you’re awfully good. Do you do this sort of thing often?’


  They collapsed, shaking and holding each other while the camera kept on running and the director gazed at their laughing, love-struck faces on the screen.


  

  ‘They want you!’ Maisie told her. ‘And Equity have agreed to give you a card.’ She sounded ecstatic. ‘Now, we haven’t done the deal yet, so don’t expect vast riches, it’s a low-budget film.’


  ‘All right, I won’t.’ But even so, when the offer came through it was more money than she’d allowed herself to imagine, more money than Rob had earned in the last year.


  ‘You’ll be flying to Paris to do the hair, make-up and costume tests.’ Maisie called again. ‘They’ll film a few scenes there, but mostly they’ll shoot on location in the south. They’ll organise your travel from there. You’ll be based in Marseilles.’


  ‘That sounds fun,’ her mother said when she told her, and her father hoped she’d get home to Cheltenham for a night before she went.


  ‘Probably not,’ she told them, ‘I’ve got a million things to do before I go, not least of all, learn French,’ and before her mother could start on about the money wasted on her education, the letters they’d received from the headmistress, the piano lessons she’d missed, Charlie interrupted, ‘There’s someone at the door, sorry,’ and she rang off.


  

  That night Rob made love to her with excruciating care. ‘I will be back,’ she reminded him, but he didn’t smile. Instead he attended to her, stroking and kissing, turning her over, running his tongue down the dents of her spine, as if to leave the imprint of himself on every inch of skin. Afterwards he held her tightly, his limbs leaden over her own, as guiltily she thought about Marcel. She wondered how they’d greet each other when she arrived in France. It is instant, this attraction, non? and for the thousandth time she wondered if he meant their characters, or their own. But soon she’d slipped into a dream that even from within her dream she recognised: the play was starting, and she was miles from the theatre. Fast as she ran, her feet were clay. She tried to call to warn them, but each time she dialled the numbers, her fingers slipped, until she gave up, and seizing a bicycle, she peddled madly until she hit a slick of oil and skidded to the floor. Desperate, she wrenched herself awake. Rob still had his arms round her, his leg was pinning down her own, but he was shivering now, his flesh clammy and cold. ‘What is it?’ she soothed, clasping his heavy head against her chest. ‘Sweetheart, what is it?’ but he only held her tight and wouldn’t say.


  Three days later Rob was offered a job. A small-scale tour of Macbeth. Birmingham, Newcastle, Liverpool, Llandudno, and all going well, the Theatre Royal, Bath. Almost instantly he was caught up in preparation, reading and obsessively rereading the play, meeting up for pre-rehearsal rehearsals with the actress who was to play Lady Macbeth, and then, in the evenings, spending hours on the phone to her in all-engrossing discussion. Charlie was left free to prepare for her departure. As she packed she glanced round at the dilapidated rooms of their flat. How much longer would she be living here? Would she actually come back? And it occurred to her, that with both of them away, there would be no sign the building was inhabited. Similar houses in the next street had recently been demolished and surely it was just a matter of time before the bulldozers moved in and knocked this one down? She collected her favourite possessions and packed them into a cardboard box, her winter coat and cowboy boots, a polka-dot teapot and matching cups, one tall glass vase that Rob had given her, just wide enough for a single rose. She took them by taxi round to Nell’s. ‘Just until I’m back,’ she said. ‘Is that all right?’ And Nell promised that she’d keep everything safe. ‘Have an amazing time,’ Nell put her arms around her. ‘And write and tell me what it’s like. And what he’s like. Marcel Perez.’


  ‘I will, I promise,’ Charlie said, and she hugged her friend and wondered if she actually would.


  

  That first night in Paris she was invited to dinner with the director, the writer, two producers, and Marcel. They met at a brasserie not far from her hotel, ornately beautiful, but casual too, as if this was how Parisians effortlessly ate. The director ordered fruits de mer, a tier of dishes so high it was almost impossible to see over it, and on each tier, arranged on beds of ice, were mussels, crayfish, oysters, prawns, the raw slippery meal of it leaving her high-spirited and drunk.


  Afterwards Marcel walked her back to the hotel. They walked in silence, their fingers millimetres apart. ‘So, it was a great pleasure to see you once again,’ Marcel stopped on the steps, ‘I hope you sleep well,’ and to her surprise he took hold of her shoulders in a businesslike clasp and kissed her lightly on each cheek.


  ‘Good night,’ she tried to catch his eye, but he was already turning away.


  Charlie lay in her crisp new hotel bed and gazed around her. Everything was so substantial. The built-in wardrobes, the desk with its leather-bound book of information, and the telephone on a table to her right. She should call Rob, she thought, tell him she’d arrived safely, but instead she leafed through the schedule. There had been no time to look at it before dinner, only to change her clothes, examine her face, add a little lip gloss. Now she saw that they would be shooting the train scenes first. They’d be filming outside Paris and then, as soon as they got to the coast, just days from now, they would be doing one of the last scenes in the film. Big Heat.


  ‘Ze Beeg Heat,’ she murmured, hoping to revive for herself the air of frivolity created by Marcel at the audition, and as she lay in bed, running over her lines, she imagined herself and Marcel making love by firelight, so easily and fluidly, people would turn to each other in the cinema and whisper . . . is that real?


  She fell asleep, the script still in her hand, and woke an hour later with a jolt. A pang of guilt engulfed her as she remembered Rob, sweating and shivering as he’d held her in his arms. I
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